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‘Stones hard’ and a ‘sea like glass’ – Orwell’s Island Pastoral. 
 
The Orwell protagonists are always seen in reaction. It is as if they have been prodded 
into existence by external stimuli. Usually there is a feeling of outrage and disgust, and 
always of estrangement, at being stirred from dormancy into a recognition that the self is 
threatened.  Like sleepers in a cooling room, the point at which they wake is the point 
where the chill has become intolerable; and this is where the Orwell novel begins.1  
  Michael Carter 
  
 
Introduction 
This case study considers the northern island environment in which George Orwell lived during 
the immediate post-war period prior to the final completion of Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949), as 
observed in his diaries. His existence in the remote northern edge of the island of Jura at the 
advent of, in his own phrase, the Cold War, has received surprisingly little critical examination. 
There are few attempts to connect his experience while there, including a syntheses of his island 
and other related incidents in images within the novel itself. This chapter therefore re-examines 
biographies of Orwell and relevant critical texts, combined with observations from site visits to 
the remote house ‘‘Barnhill’’ which he rented from late May 1946 towards the end of his life.  As 
Orwell’s ideal pastoral environment has been little attended to within versions of the writer’s life, 
the central question remains, why Orwell had seemingly absented himself from the earlier spheres 
of cultural influence and the fierce zones of action which he reported on within a vast journalistic 
output.  
 
As George Bowker proposed, Orwell ‘had longed to live on a Hebridean island since 
1940 when Compton Mackenzie, who lived on the outer Hebridean island of Barra (and thought 
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to be the model for D.H. Lawrence’s posthumously published The Man Who Loved Islands) put 
the idea into his head.’2 And Orwell’s fellow worker at the BBC, Louis MacNeice, may have 
been a further literary inspiration. MacNeice, whose journey to the Hebrides was documented in  
I Crossed the Minch (1938), ‘was part holiday, part expose, part anthropological expedition.’ 3  
Jura, however, represents an important development in the Orwellian landscape but one whose 
significance was not fully elaborated upon by the writer himself before his premature death. 
Orwell’s island relocation has been considered as a response to a perceived erosion of liberties in 
the dawning nuclear age, although this and his fictionalisation of metropolitan controlled 
eradication, remain disconnected in the extant critical literature. The northern island may seem 
distant from the Orwellian themes of metropolitan poverty, of Englishness during a period of the 
declining Empire, of the technological possibility of international total war and the systematic 
political inconvenience of a priori knowledge, whereas it was a partial response to all of these. 
Furthermore, Orwell’s habitation on Jura was a moment of contentment at a point of excessive 
family tragedy and, so, is hardly ever described as a positive striving towards creative 
possibilities, as glimpsed in his diary entries and in the final novel. Creative possibilities here 
include so called ‘peripheral’ identities possible within the island as refuge and imagined ‘place-
worlds’; places which test the imagination as well as allow for unanchored memories to resurface, 
and to facilitate potentially new ways of being.  
 
As is evident in his Diaries, for Orwell Jura was a sensuous island. A few days before 
Nineteen Eighty-Four’s arduous completion the bedridden writer paused in his death-defying 
typing to stare through a windowpane and observe a ‘Beautiful, windless day, sea like glass.’4 
Such a posteriori knowledge was evident in abundance in Orwell’s journalism and 
correspondence and its articulation was formed by his rationalist-humanist worldview. It was 
deeply rooted. His letter to Henry Miller defined such empiricism, that it should be as familiar as 
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a landscape: ‘I have a sort of belly to earth attitude and always feel uneasy when I get away from 
the ordinary world where grass is green and stones hard etc.’5  
 
 
Jura 
Often described as the most rugged of the Southern Hebrides, Jura’s interior landscape is 
mountainous or covered in blanket bogs, with sheltered areas that run along the island’s east 
coast. For decades the population has numbered fewer than two hundred. The most populated 
centre is the island’s ‘capital’ Craighouse with other settlements strung along the east coast - 
Knockrome, Lagg, Tarbert and Inverlussa. Contemporary pilgrimage to “Barnhill” in the island’s 
north, for example by the route from Glasgow which Orwell frequently took, often begins with a 
three-hour mainland bus trip with stops at harbour piers seen in the dense white mist of Loch 
Fyne, through which piercing sunlight might illuminate a landscape inhabited by low quality 
post-war housing, mansion houses and the occasional ancient ruin. Travelling to Jura involves 
two connecting ferries, the first from mainland Scotland to nearby Islay. For foot passengers the 
chances of being stranded are high. After a short passage from Islay, Jura’s road transport system 
starts at Feolin Ferry port and effectively ends in a track which runs nine miles to Kinuachdrachd 
in the vicinity of the infamous Corryvreckan whirlpool, a mile beyond “Barnhill”. The impression 
given by the logistically time-consuming journey is one of funneling, the roads become smaller, 
ending in a final rocky track with few divergent routes or detours.  
 
Visiting “Barnhill”’s changeable environment means remaking the walk that Orwell 
frequently undertook in all weathers, and which his biographers have tended to describe as 
physically arduous. This is the track over which Orwell first pushed his furniture in a  
wheelbarrow and it continues to present logistical challenges. What is less frequently recounted is 
how the farmhouse is set within a plane of sea-light, open-space and stillness. To encounter it 
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during the first-half of the twenty-first century is to encounter it exactly as Orwell did midway 
through the last century, as an island idyll. “Barnhill”’s five bedrooms contrasted well with his 
previous cramped London accommodations. While he described the house as positioned ‘in the 
primitive, empty northern part’6 of the island, notably Jura’s climate is neither cold nor 
depressingly dark, as it lies in Scotland’s Gulf Stream and is one of Scotland’s most southerly 
islands. The house looks onto Sound of Jura; whose shoreline is immediately accessible from the 
front of the house via a gentle slope. The farmhouse remains within the privately owned Ardlussa 
Estate, which is replete with agricultural activity and deer-hunting. In his diary Orwell described 
the easy availability of lobster, fish and game obtained or received from the Estate, luxuries 
unheard of amid London’s post-war rationing. That Orwell’s final novel has a grim hardness 
suffused with the claustrophobic gloom of poverty encountered in his life prior to Jura is well-
known; his cramped metropolitan existence is fictionalised as the sour metallic smells of close 
domestic living, the sickly smell of Victory Gin and a hallway’s rank odour of boiled cabbage 
and old rag rugs. So, “Barnhill”’s lack of some amenities ought not to be overplayed. It suited 
Orwell’s relatively abstemious lifestyle and its remoteness lent it a quality of timelessness in an 
environment which had many compensations. 
 
Orwell’s engagement with Jura differed from the auto-ethnographic accounts such as life 
on the margins in his Down and Out in Paris and London (1933) and the war reportage in 
Homage to Catalonia (1938), however he synthesised images and encounters from the world of 
Jura’s stony ground and transposed visual observations directly from his hospitalisation on the 
Scottish mainland to his final novel. The novel’s schematised world and its author’s island 
residency were not parallel existences per se; Jura was quite unlike the novel’s simulacra of 
London (Nineteen Eighty-Four’s structure was developed before he arrived on the island). But 
there have also been false transpositions in biographies, Winston Smith’s ruination is the 
inevitable outcome of the fictional world’s political reality and not the outcome Orwell desired 
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form himself in this isolated Northerness. Indeed, Orwell’s distance from medical facilities was 
suggestively dramatised by his friend Tosco Fyvel as ‘hinting at a certain death-wish in him’.7 
D.J. Taylor’s suggestion, that it was widely known among Orwell’s acquaintances that the move 
was ‘symbolic of something deeper’,8 is more accurate and Orwell’s relocation to the remote 
edge of an island was evidently preceded by his distinctive method of unshackling roles including 
journalism and fixed employment. More importantly it was towards new external stimuli; an 
imaginative renewal was enabled by the island’s capacity to make malleable time and memory 
and, in turn, animate the making of real and fictional places. And it is to the most schematised of 
these places that we turn to now, where the pursuit of liberty and love would become 
ensnarements. 
 
The schematised world of Nineteen Eighty-Four 
Nineteen Eighty-Four re-visioned extant socio-political theories within a familiar setting, 
including James Burnham’s theory of a ruling managerial hierarchy in his The Managerial 
Revolution (1941) and, most famously, that which John Baker exposed - the perversion of science 
under Stalin including Lysenko’s rejection of traditional hybridisation, believing wheat could 
become rye, and resulting in deadly prison camp sentences for 3,000 opposing biologists. These 
new theories are embedded in Orwell’s novel, between Orwell’s euphemistic neologisms and his 
re-rendering of English metropolitan post-war urban existence in metaphors cloaked in a drab 
utilitarianism. In ‘Air Strip One’ Orwell’s own theory of power is announced by the manner in 
which the everyday measurement of time had been bureaucratized, the clock has struck thirteen 
and, for Winston Smith, the chill had become intolerable.  
 
The novel pivots around Smith’s points of view as his expressions of liberty and belief 
are slowly ensnared within a linguistically imperious province. ‘OWNLIFE’ is  ‘Newspeak’ 
neologism which Smith ponders. but to live such a proscribed ‘own life’ also requires a haven 
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from the regime’s manipulations. Later, through torture, Smith succumbs to the cruel 
rationalisation of the regime’s doctrine, he betrays his lover Julia and his own emerging 
consciousness, finally losing his impulse towards liberty in action.  
 
The malleability of time and memory is one of the Nineteen Eighty-Four’ many layered 
themes, presumably as it would have been for its author, walking from shoreline to shoreline on 
an island set apart from techno-modernity. As the novel’s narrative swiftly proceeds to Smith’s 
existential subservience his momentary suspension from the regime’s control of all time includes 
his regaining of the half-forgotten sense of an old times. His mutinous love of the superfluity of 
creamy paper, remembered couplets from nursery rhymes and the acquisition of antique 
ornaments. It is as if the real crime Smith perpetrates is his desire to reverse time. His memories 
and dreams recall another way of being in another freer place and his forbidden sexual liaison 
with Julia fully opposes the regime’s ideology. When, in the room in which his liaison is 
regularly consummated, a hidden tele-screen in a hidden room announces ‘You Are The Dead’9 
confirming the inevitability that his own radical suspension from the ideological order could 
never last. Ultimately the regime’s ideology is enforced through the suspension of habeus corpus 
or even the means of conceptualising such a concept. He knows ultimately he will be disappeared 
and that annihilation will be total, not even memories will remain. Having earlier displaced 
himself in the hidden room, conjuring a coveted paperweight as a metaphor for ‘the room he was 
in, and the coral was Julia’s life and his own, fixed in a sort of eternity at the heart of the 
crystal’,10 the crashing horror of his situation now is revealed. ‘Someone had picked up the glass 
paperweight from the table and smashed it to pieces on the hearth-stone. The fragment of coral, a 
tiny crinkle of pink like a sugar rosebud from a cake, rolled across the mat.’11 The exposure of the 
coral fragment is Smith’s pitiable naked surrendering, and so it begins.  
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‘It’ was the suppression of the libertarian beliefs Orwell championed so assertively, and 
their parallel fictional suppression is the torture meted out on Smith’s constrained body in order 
to pervert his sense of reality. One outcome of the violence is the figure Smith meets reflected in 
the glass of a three-way mirror, of his physical ruination. His subjugation will run deeper, as 
demonstrated by the torturer O’Brien. Self-protection from, and even the recognition of, 
ideologically implanted empirical evaluations, lies in other words, will be impossible in the 
future. O’Brien intends to control the sense of the present within the skull and the confirmation of 
reality in the memories and senses of bodies, ‘Reality is inside the skull’12 he intones. In 
O’Brien’s rendition of the future, skulls will be like Smith’s cherished paperweight, to be 
smashed ad infinitum, ‘If you want a picture of the future, imagine a boot stomping on a human 
face – forever.’13 Smith knew how terrifying his immolation would be but not that it would be 
prefaced with the siege on the authentic self, a siege which would be carnivorous, ‘battering 
against your brain, frightening you out of your beliefs, persuading you, almost, to deny the 
evidence of your senses’.14 Eradication rather than willful amnesia, it will be ‘the worse thing in 
the world’.15 Show trials, systematic torture, the Concentration Camps, all of these were 
reimagined from an island whose unfettered sensuous presentation of authentic existence could 
never exist in the world of Air Strip One. And yet, Orwell’s ‘journey’ to his island pastoral of 
Jura and his ultimate departure from it, is also the journey towards Air Strip One. 
 
A short biography of Nineteen Eighty-Four 
The Facsimile of the Extant Manuscript (1984) of Nineteen Eighty-Four ‘reproduces all that is 
known to have survived of the preliminary drafts… about 44% of the published text of the 
novel.’16 Orwell rarely retained draft manuscripts, there is nothing of Animal Farm (1945) and so 
gaps in knowledge of Orwell’s working methods remain. However, as Christopher Hitchens has 
pointed out ‘little in his brief life was lost on him’.17 Nineteen Eighty-Four was gestating from 
1940. Detectable influences initially emerged from Orwell’s experience in the British 
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Broadcasting Corporation (as Talks Assistant and Producer for the India Section of the Eastern 
Service), from then until November 1943, the year his mother died and his fortieth birthday, the 
novel’s outline was formed.  
 
1944 was a pivotal year in Orwell’s life, in April Animal Farm was completed and in 
May, Orwell and his wife Eileen O’Shaughnessy adopted their son Richard Horatio Blair. Their 
domestic life was disrupted when their London flat in Maida Vale was destroyed by a V1 bomb. 
Luckily the typescript of Animal Farm was undamaged and subsequently found a home at Secker 
and Warburg who agreed to publish it the following year. ‘Animal Farm’, as Orwell later wrote in 
Why I Write (1946), ‘was the first book in which I tried, with full consciousness of what I was 
doing, to fuse political purpose and artistic purpose into one whole’.18 In 1944 Orwell also heard 
about the island of Jura from David Astor. The Astor Family, owners of Orwell’s sometime 
employer The Observer, were estate landowners on Jura. That summer Orwell visited Jura for the 
first time and on his return he attended a talk given by John Baker during the PEN Conference in 
London (22 – 26 August, 1944) on the falsification of science in Stalin’s Russia, which would 
prove influential in the writing of his next novel.  
 
In May 1945 Victory in Europe day was celebrated. Sadly, a few weeks earlier while 
Orwell was on mainland Europe as War Correspondent for The Manchester Evening News and 
The Observer, Eileen O’Shaughnessy died unexpectedly during a routine operation in Newcastle 
upon Tyne (March 29, 1945). She was thirty-nine years old. While victory was seen through the 
lens of loss and sadness Orwell made note that progress on his new work was convincing, enough 
to tell his literary agent Leonard Moore he had ‘recently started a new novel’19 just as the nuclear 
age began in earnest - an atom bomb was exploded over Hiroshima (August 6, 1945). In the early 
Scottish autumn of 1945 Orwell made a recuperative two-week visit to a now familiar Jura and 
while staying in a fisherman’s cottage he visited “Barnhill” for the first time. The contrast 
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between his island hideaway and those of his new philosophical concerns which appeared in two 
articles, ‘You and the Atom Bomb’ (Tribune) and ‘What is Science’ (Tribune), published 
respectively on October 19 and October 26, 1945 is remarkable; his growing horror at nuclear 
weapons and an alertness to the falsification of science (hence a falsification of objective truth). 
Furthermore, other themes which were foundational to the ideological regime envisioned in 
Nineteen Eighty-Four would be relayed via his review of Zamyatin’s We for Tribune, 20 writing 
‘It is this intuitive grasp of the irrational side of totalitarianism - human sacrifice, cruelty as an 
end in itself, the worship of a Leader who is credited with divine attributes - that makes 
Zamyatin’s book superior to Huxley’s’ [Brave New World (1932)].21  
 
Jura also coincided with the rapid decline Orwell’s health. In February 1946 he suffered a 
tubercular haemorrhage. He soon permanently relocated to Jura, initially renting “Barnhill” from 
23 May–13 October just days after death of his older sister Marjorie. Gordon Bowker, one of 
Orwell’s most compelling biographers, overplayed the environmental drama of “Barnhill”’s 
isolation, ‘shrouded in mist, swept by gales and darkened by louring skies [...] the long-
abandoned farm had no electricity and required several hundred pounds’ worth of repairs’.22 
Nevertheless Bowker identified the scale of the challenge “Barnhill” represented, unless of course 
one considered it was intended as a long-term engagement. Eric Blair, Orwell used his real name 
on Jura, was accompanied by his younger sister Avril, the novelist Paul Potts and, later in July, by 
his adopted son Richard accompanied by his nanny (who soon left).  During the summer of 1946 
Orwell wrote about 50 pages of Nineteen Eighty-Four23 before returning with his family to 
London in autumn, to temporarily resume literary journalism during an exceptionally hard winter.  
Making a brief return to “Barnhill” in the New Year of 1947, to plant new fruit trees and 
secure coal, Calor gas and paraffin supplies in preparation for his family’s permanent relocation 
to the island, Orwell recorded ‘The day I arrived here was a beautiful sunny day, like April.’24 
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This heralded Orwell’s renewed focus on his novel, a complete draft emerged throughout 1947 
during which Orwell and family left London to permanenetly reside on the isalnd. Also in May 
1947, after many years of gestation, Orwell sent to his publisher Frederic Warburg an extremely 
libelous essay, the posthumously published Such, Such Were the Joys (1952), which described in 
all its scabrous detail, his own Public Schooling. Having also informed the same publisher that he 
had written one-third of the rough draft of Nineteen Eighty-Four’25 Orwell’s island summer 
guests ‘just heard the typewriter pounding away in his room’26 however the weather during the 
summer of 1947 encouraged ‘picnics and sailing trips, camping at Glengarrisdale [Bay] on the 
Atlantic side of Jura and fishing for trout in Loch nan Eilean’.27 Nervously puncturing the 
delights of two weeks of very warm sunshine, an island drought and a notionally calm sea, during 
a return journey from Glengarrisdale Bay Orwell’s family guests nearly drowned as their boat 
sank in what became a famous and usually overplayed encounter with the Corryvreckan 
whirlpool. Intensive work on his new novel continued up to November that year as ‘partly typed, 
partly hand-written’28 drafts were sent to Orwell’s typist Miranda Woods in fortnightly batches. 
As if the gloom of the novel adumbrated his physical fraility, or his illness set its tone, on 7 
November he sent a handwritten letter to Leonard Moore, his literary agent, ‘I cannot work in my 
present state’.29 Seriously ill with tuberculosis Orwell was admitted to Hairmyres Hospital, East 
Kilbride near Glasgow on 24 December 1947, remaining there until the end of July 1948.  
 
At this stage there are three central factors in Orwell’s life, his illness, his novel and his 
island life with his young son and sister. Orwell’s resistance to an official biography has 
prevented a fuller establishment of the facts of his final island years. He admitted to friends that 
the gloom of Nineteen Eighty-Four had much to do with his illness and that this was an important 
consideration in his island relocation. The alternative was to suffer the demoralising effect of his 
wife’s sudden passing and the deterioration of his domestic situation in London, earlier visits had 
shown to Orwell Jura had a recuperative capacity, rejuvenating his weakened physique. Some of 
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his biographers have tended to ascribe a causal link to the island environment for the worsening 
of its symptoms 30 however, he arrived on Jura as a physically diminished widower of whom 
locals considered presented a sorry demeanor.31 Older injuries included those from his 1937 
wartime experience in Catalonia which had resulted in an operation to treat a bullet wound to the 
throat, leaving him temporarily unable to speak. Subsequently his voice returned but without its 
previous vigour and ‘against background noise, Orwell had trouble making himself heard. D.J. 
Taylor has written of how Orwell’s ‘friend from the 1940s remembered him at a packed luncheon 
table trying once or twice to raise the necessary decibels and then abandoning the attempt, to pass 
the rest of the meal in silence.’32  
 
After seven months Orwell was discharged from Hairmyres Hospital in 1948. Having 
survived the onset of tuberculosis as well as a rare allergy to what was the early experimental 
(and ineffective) use of antibiotics, he remained seriously depleted. Returning to Jura to reshape 
his novel while bedridden in “Barnhill”, he was sustained by the damp heat of a paraffin heater 
and tobacco. As he had agreed with his publisher Warburg to complete Nineteen Eighty-four by 
the end of 1948 having begun a second draft in May while in hospital, his hospitalisation 
provided insights, usable images. Orwell’s experience of lung collapse therapy and the later 
experimental treatment with streptomycin33 appeared in a description of his physical symptoms 
within his diary notebook, with one passage describing streptomycin’s unforeseen side-effects, 
  
in the morning my lips were always stuck together with blood & I had to bathe them 
before I could open my mouth. Meanwhile my nails had disintegrated at the roots & the 
disintegration grew, as it were, up the nail, new nails forming beneath meanwhile. My 
hair began to come out, & one or two patches of quite white hair appeared at the back 
(previously it was only speckled with grey.) 34 
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This passage bears a striking similarity to the final novel’s description of the aftermath of 
Smith’s torture. Encountering himself reflected in a three-way mirror, Smith sees ‘the body of a 
man of sixty, suffering from some malignant disease’ (into which O’Brien condemned him, ‘ 
'You are rotting away,' he said; 'falling to pieces.’)35 
 
 
He had gone partially bald. For the first moment he had thought that he had gone grey as 
well, but it was only the scalp that was grey. Except for his hands and a circle of his face, 
his body was grey all over with ancient, ingrained dirt. Here and there under the dirt 
there were the red scars of wounds, and near the ankle the varicose ulcer was an 
inflamed mass with flakes of skin peeling off it. But the truly frightening thing was the 
emaciation of his body.36  
 
 
Ravaged by illness and invasive medical procedures, from the summer of his return in 
1948 to Jura until early November  that year Orwell’s final typed manuscript of Nineteen Eighty-
Four was produced  at ‘something like 4,000 words a day, seven days a week, revising as he went 
along, if only lightly.’37 Exhausted, by the beginning of 1949 he was taken to Cranham 
Sanatorium, Gloucestershire.38 A few weeks later the novel’s title Nineteen Eighty-Four was 
finalised. After Orwell corrected the proofs, it was published on June 8, 1949, seven months 
before his death. 
  
The sound of the Scots 
Orwell’s move to Scotland was all the more unpredictable given the ‘Scots, GO’s dislike of’, 
seven indexed entries of which appeared in Bowker’s 2003 biography. Bowker noted Orwell had 
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previously grown to hate the stern definition of all things ‘Scottish’. In the libelous and 
posthumously published Such, Such Were the Joys (1952) Orwell recounted how in his schooling 
he was ‘supposed to admire the Scots because they were “grim”’39 with talk of Scotland as a 
‘private paradise which a few initiates could talk about and make outsiders feel small.’ 40 Orwell’s 
move to a Scottish island is even more remarkable given the adoption of his pen name Orwell in 
homage to the Suffolk river and remarks to  Leonard Moore and others that he was ashamed of 
‘Blair’ as it sounded Scottish.’41 Orwell’s received idea of Scotland was parodic, ‘our picture of 
Scotland was made up of burns, braes, kilts, sporrans, claymores, bagpipes and the like, all 
somehow mixed up with the invigorating effects of porridge, Protestantism and a cold climate.42  
 
 Such, Such Were the Joys concluded that the ‘curious cult of Scotland’ was also ‘a cover 
for the bad conscience of the occupying English, who had pushed the Highland peasantry off their 
farms to make way for deer forests and then compensated them by turning them into servants’.43 
For some the island of Jura was precisely a private paradise. 44 From his time on Jura Orwell’s 
disgust with the snobbishness of Britain’s embedded class structures and his general disdain for 
British colonialism appeared to have overcome his prejudices concerning Scotland.45 His 
attentiveness to Scottish nationalism (which he viewed as extremist) was accompanied by the 
moderation of these general Scottish prejudices and their recognition as symptomatic of a 
complex problem. And he became a figure of fascination for the locals, with tales of sharing a 
dram with visitors beginning to figure in the local annals. Bowker later noted Orwell ‘began to 
develop a close feeling for what he saw as the fundamentally working-class Scots, the exploited 
victims of an essentially English aristocracy’.46  
 
 Despite reclaiming the Scottish sounding Eric Blair on Jura, Orwell’s intention was not, 
in fact, integration - whatever that means in a sparsely populated island environment. His 
concurrent analysis of British nationalism and ideas on British patriotism overlapped with his 
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residence in Scotland but remained fundamentally unchanged - except in one cultural regard, his 
growing respect for local realities. Orwell’s Notes on Nationalism (1945) pointed out that 
patriotism was mostly a passive devotion to the particularities of place and lifestyle. This differed 
from his perception of nationalism’s power lust. His essay concerned itself with categorizing and 
characterizing Nationalism among the English intelligentsia or intellectuals, and the categories of 
‘Positive Nationalism’ in Notes, while hardly containing any positive characteristics, are focused 
on regional literary figures, Eliot, Waugh (‘Neo-Torys’) and McDiarmid and O’Casey (‘Celtic 
Nationalists’), with the third category ‘Zionism’ mentions Palestine but no figures. But he 
appeared not to recognise the linkage between British colonialism and the perception by others of 
its continued application within the British Isles: 
  
But Celtic nationalism is not the same thing as anglophobia. Its motive force is a belief in 
the past and future greatness of the Celtic peoples, and it has a strong tinge of racialism. 
The Celt is supposed to be spiritually superior to the Saxon — simpler, more creative, 
less vulgar, less snobbish, etc. — but the usual power hunger is there under the surface.47  
 
 
Once again Orwell’s later writing offered other possibilities whose expansion limited 
time prevented. Bernard Crick’s magisterial biography of Orwell noted that only one commentary 
was penned exclusively after his 1946 relocation to Jura, his Tribune? ‘As I Please’ column. In 
this commentary Orwell nuanced his dismissal of ‘Celtic nationalism’ in a passage which inferred 
linguistic imperialism; ‘In some areas, at any rate, Scotland is almost an occupied country. You 
have an English or Anglicised upper class, and a Scottish working class which speaks with a 
markedly different accent, or even, parts of the time, in a different language.’48 
 
Rats in the ‘Golden Country’ 
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Of the island’s wondrous nature Orwell’s diaries retain only glimpses of unique encounters, often 
hidden among the workman-like entries cataloguing his efforts at crofting. Unlike the nearly 
mythic encounter with the Corryvreckan whirlpool, little has previously been made of the episode 
during Orwell’s fourteen-mile walk on which he found an ‘Old human skull, with some other 
bones, lying on a beach at Glengarisdale.’49 John Mercer, in his Hebridean Islands, Colonsay, 
Gigha, Jura (1972) confirmed the relics sat on a rock at the west end of the bay at Glengarisdale, 
(their current whereabouts unknown).50 Orwell’s diary entry dated them to clan massacres 
perpetrated by Campbells on the McCleans (sic). For such a remarkable memento mori this 
encounter passed without any subsequent comment from Orwell. The fragility of the living skull 
as repository of both memories and place of empirical ordering reappeared in the novel, 
O’Brien’s ‘Reality is inside the skull’. This and other encounters in Orwell’s island setting were 
pliable in their literary remaking, such was the veracity of his observation. His diary’s account of 
an unexpected northern pastoral reveals a sense of wonder, ‘Last night saw the northern lights for 
the first time. Long streaks of white stuff, like cloud, forming an arc in the sky, & every now & 
then an extraordinary flickering passing over them, as though a searchlight were playing upon 
them.’51  
 
There were rats in this island idyll too, echoing O’Brien’s threat to Smith in Room 101 
which played on Smith’s musophobia, ‘in some streets a woman dare not leave her baby alone in 
the house, even for five minutes. The rats are certain to attack it. Within quite a small time they 
will strip it to the bones. They also attack sick or dying people.’52 Rats had reappeared throughout 
Orwell’s literary career (as well as in Winston Smith’s fictional life). Their ravenous nature was 
noted while on the Spanish frontline53 and one of Orwell’s early diary entries described a London 
lodging house’s kitchen as ‘a small, stinking cellar’ whose ‘rats are so bad that several cats have 
to be kept exclusively to deal with them.’54 In the days following his  encounter with the human 
skull noted in his diary ‘Avril [Blair’s sister] found what was evidently a young rat dead near 
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gate. [sic] Hitherto no rats or mice (i.e. other than field mice) round this house.’55 The finding of 
the skull, the northern lights, the rats, all present themselves as potential memory triggers, triggers 
to the ‘rest’ of the world (past, present and fictional futures) via autobiographical history. And 
while his diaries rarely discussed personal memories, Orwell’s final novel has numerous 
antiquated objects (dangerously antiquated in the schema of the novel’s world) which sometimes 
trigger memories for Smith and take him back to a forbidden pre-ideological period. The island 
initially presented itself to Orwell as ideologically neutral, which in his context meant a liminal 
space and a space ‘apart’ from modernity. Orwell arrived in the Northern ‘golden country’, its 
island liminality becoming a site of transition, of becoming, whilst retaining its prelapsarian 
sensuality. The snake in this garden was both the ever-present rats, but also Orwell’s 
contemplated technological modernity, both irrationally threatening and so very real. He intended 
to buffer his beliefs with the very real nostalgia he felt, without calling this the loss of innocence.  
 
D.J. Taylor has maintained that Nineteen Eighty-Four’s resonance is due to its 
‘geographical precision’56 and the ‘landscape of the novel is a projection from existing material, 
anchored in the physical present’.57 In the final novel Winston and Julia’s trip to the novel’s 
‘Golden Country’ may have been a transposition of the earlier fictionalised Gordon Comstock’s 
trip with Rosemary Waterlow in Keep the Aspidistra Flying (1936) to a version of the real 
Burnham Beeches, an ancient woodland 25 miles west of London in Buckinghamshire and much 
admired through the medium of travel and transport posters in the interwar period. The highly 
subjective ‘Golden Country’ may also have had a basis in Orwell’s lived experience, or as with 
Smith’s perception it was an ‘almost’ place, so much dreamed that Smith was unsure if he ever 
saw it, 
In the ragged hedge on the opposite side of the field the boughs of the elm trees were 
swaying very faintly in the breeze, their leaves just stirring in dense masses like women’s 
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hair. Somewhere near at hand, though out of sight, there was a clear, slow-moving 
stream where dace were swimming in the pools under the willow trees.58 
 
 
Orwell frequently described “Barnhill”’s immediate environment as ‘beautiful’.  The 
crops on Jura in the late 1940s were primarily oats and in summer ripened fields would have 
coloured the northern end of the island.59 Such beauty is at odds with his biographers’ various 
descriptions of self-imposed discomfort, as stated above. Few discuss the external stimuli 
“Barnhill”’s wider environment would have offered him. The descriptions of domestic discomfort 
emerged from Orwell’s engagement with, and improvement of, the difficult land around 
“Barnhill”.  Physical labour was simply part of the demands of time-consuming rural subsistence. 
Digging into stony, dry soil, as Orwell observed, was ‘Back breaking work’60 but his efforts 
spoke of pastoral achievements and suggested a purposeful and permanent relocation. On a 
simpler level, the importance of Jura for Blair was this idyllic allotment-style growing, akin to his 
earlier efforts at The Stores, in Wallington in Buckinghamshire. Esther M. Brookes’ ‘Monks 
Fitchett – The Road to George Orwell’ (1983) saw Eileen O’Shaugnessy and Orwell’s’s endeavor 
and perceived a personal happiness typified by their garden  
 
Bounded by elder bushes there was one tenth of an acre. The soil is very fertile. He 
produced apples, plums, strawberries, gooseberries, raspberries and loganberries. There 
was a fine Charles X lilac, a showery cream rambler rose, and a rose of York. He also 
grew irises, daisies, and hollyhocks, but the glory of the garden was an Albertine rose 
climbing along the front fence.61 
  
 
But the subjective nature of the ‘Golden Country’ was paramount, it was a dream. In his 
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last days as a patient at Hairmyres Hospital Orwell wrote to The Observer’s Ivor Brown in 
response to Brown’s questioning of Orwell’s review of the ornithologist Kenneth Williamson’s 
The Atlantic Islands. A Study of the Faeroe Life and Scene (1948). Orwell reiterated, it was 
‘simply bits of topography, or travel diary set down by people who have no idea how to select or 
to write, & they get boosted because of local patriotism.’62 For Orwell the ‘Golden Country’ was 
an almost-place and an every-place, attainable by all as it was already present within us. A 
nostalgia is implied? which could be nurtured, preserved or remade, the threat was it may soon be 
swept away. Winston and Julia’s tryst in the natural world in Nineteen Eighty-Four was described 
by Michael Carter as ‘A tangle of memory and dream, he sees the Eden from which he has been 
estranged for so long, a place of belonging and peace’.63 Estrangement from nature was tangled 
up in Orwell’s modern encounters with the beechwoods of the Golden Country. As another of 
Orwell’s biographers, Christopher Hitchens observed in his Why Orwell Matters (2002), Orwell’s 
evocation of England’s Home Counties during the closing pages of Homage to Catalonia was 
similarly nostalgic, ‘The railway-cuttings smothered in wild flowers, the deep meadows where 
the great shining horses browse and meditate, the slow-moving streams bordered by willows’64 
and concluded his discussion with the lamentful Going, Going (1972), ‘but all that remains / For 
us will be concrete and tyres’, proposing Philip Larkin had evoked the concrete world of Nineteen 
Eighty-Four in which ‘only some old volumes and musty pictures will preserve a hint of the 
vanished idyll.’65 
 
Realising the ‘Cold War’ 
For Orwell the real terror was not the concreting over of heritage sites  but that this blissful 
evocation of England would come to an end amid ‘the roar of bombs.’66 By 1946 Orwell’s slow 
engagement with the north emerged from within his concern for the coming nuclear age. Some of 
his confidants implied the island’s remoteness offered the possibility of a self-sufficient outpost 
for his young family in the eventuality of a nuclear catastrophe. Perhaps more realistically, island 
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freedoms might present a way of living apart from modernity’s social ordering and somehow 
serve against the unrealised but perpetual nuclear threat which could enforce restrictions on 
dissent and on daily liberties, the ‘Cold War’. ‘Considering how likely we all are to be blown to 
pieces by it within the next five years, the atom bomb has not roused so much discussion as might 
have been expected.’67 He then drew attention to both the military and the political dangers 
inherent in a weapon that, not merely unprecedentedly destructive, could also be yielded by an 
elite: 
We may be heading not for general breakdown but for an epoch as horribly stable as the 
slave empires of antiquity. James Burnham’s theory [The Managerial Revolution, 1941]  
has been much discussed, but few people have yet considered its ideological implications 
– that is, the kind of world-view, the kind of beliefs, and the social structure that would 
probably prevail in a State which was at once unconquerable and in a permanent state of 
‘cold war’ with its neighbours. 68 
 
 
Christopher Hitchens later noted that in the fragment printed above ‘Orwell did not 
conceive of the Cold War as a one-dimensional fight against the totalitarian menace, but as a 
contest (rather too well-matched) between superpowers, in which the danger of annihilation could 
be used to petrify and imobilise dissent.’69  In this context Nineteen Eighty-Four presents as a 
post-war nihilistic vision from its war-weary and wracked by illness author, who intended to send 
out future warnings to generations hence. There are problems with this contention. Bombs were 
not only part of Orwell’s lived experience rather than theories, Orwell’s London flat in 10a 
Mortimer Crescent, London was destroyed by a V.1 on the June 28, 1944. And rather than 
becoming immobilized by a threat, however abstract or afar, Orwell’s modus operandi was to 
move towards a problem in order to substantiate it or to objectify its importance, be it a civil war, 
metropolitan poverty, the corruption of science or the imposition of false beliefs. His journalistic 
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approach was always that of an engaged witness. More likely it was the apparent emptiness of 
Jura which mirrored well his state of mind following the recent tragic features in his life, and such 
isolation may also have been a response to his recent wide-ranging travels on mainland Europe 
and demanding journalistic activities. Jura was not a remote geographic periphery where residents 
would find protection. The threat was now global catastrophe.  
 
There is a possibility that Orwell may have gone to Jura because it was now financially 
achievable (following the success of Animal Farm) but also to turn away from the mainstream 
ideas of technological ‘progress’. Edwin Muir’s (Orwell’s older contemporary) search for 
national identity in his Scottish Journey (1935) was published two years before Orwell’s The 
Road to Wigan Pier (1937) and each in their own way were a record of social failure, inequality 
and ruin. Louisa Gairn’s recent proposition that Edwin Muir’s later post-war poetry (of the same 
time Orwell was finalising Nineteen Eighty-Four) was an ‘attempt to repair the effects of war’, 
Gairn perceived ‘a shared need to discover a way back to an authentic relationship between 
individuals, communities, and the land on which they depend [...] and this extends to confronting 
technology’s role in the disruption of the “archaic companionship” of humans and the natural 
world.’70 Other comparisons of Orwell with Muir, although outside the scope of this case study, 
include their promotion of English, their experience of mainland Europe, as well as an experience 
of Scottish island life (Muir was born and had a long affiliation with Orkney, his ‘Eden’). Gairn 
also posited Muir’s sometime apocalyptic view of technology,71 particularly the atom bomb, as 
‘symbolic of the disintegration of community, removing the vital sense of belonging to a 
particular locality and therefore the negation of an authentic relationship with the earth itself.’72 
As Orwell interacted with a place which would slowly become one of his own making through a 
self-sufficiency which reflected his inner nature, he became increasingly concerned with issues of 
global responsibility, including the wholesale destruction of social and natural environments 
which politics and the perversion of science could now bring about and justify. Jura enabled 
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Orwell to further develop his successful form of authentic creative expression, the importance of 
the island was as a space within which to contemplate, initially in the form of fiction, the 
horrifying new possibilities directing contemporary society. Clarity and pastoral simplicity were 
not experiments - developing an authentic relationship with the environment was part of an 
armoury as well as the object of the defence. 
 
Conclusion – Island Pastoral 
Islands were not familiar territory in the Orwellian realm. In some respects Jura represented an 
investigation of unmade wildernesses and a rediscovery of old beliefs, the examination and 
pursuit of which writers such as Robert Macfarlane have lately exemplified.73 For Orwell 
terminal illness meant the fuller investigation of island existence remained unfinished. Even his 
pursuit of relative isolation, which entailed an uprooting from his metropolitan lifestyle, the 
bleakness of which was conveyed in D.J. Taylor’s description of his London flat in the aftermath 
of Eileen O’Shaugnessy’s premature death, as ‘a place of ghosts’,74 was unsuccessful.. His 
compulsion? towards an island was as a ‘reset button’ in contemporary jargon. If islands are 
conducive to memorialising impulses, in remembering the past Orwell would reimagine a future 
which very much resembled his own present-day. But it also remains difficult to dispel the notion 
that Orwell’s island relocation was his judgement on the failings of modernity in the post-nuclear 
age and its shadowy ghosts of what was? yet to come.  
 
Orwell’s sense of authentic reasoning, ‘to thine own self be true’ (Polonius to Laertes in 
Hamlet, Act 1) coincidentally broadcast by BBC on May 21, 1941, was at the core of his 
literature. This, he wrote, should ‘be the truthful expression of what one man thinks and feels, or 
it is nothing.’75 Orwell’s island life chimes with William Empson’s description of the pastoral as 
‘putting the complex into the simple’.76 A thread of truth surely connects the complexity of his  
island relocation to the simplicity of Orwell and Eileen O’Shaugnessy’s earlier life in Wallington. 
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Orwell’s widowed remaking of a family life on Jura engaged his ardour for challenge, a common 
theme in his life, thus his pastoralism was formed of long walks, back-breaking work and 
relocation to a part of the world for which he had previously expressed profound dislike. At the 
same time, it harked back to the contented pre-war period during which he and Eileen 
O’Shaughnessy ran a grocery and whose rhythms were diligently measured in his domestic 
diaries, the egg laying count and the endless transformation of the weather. Both pastoralisms 
were interrupted by life-threatening conditions (bullet wound, tuberculosis) and first Eileen and 
then Orwell’s untimely deaths. Is it possible the island pastoral allowed him to face his oncoming 
extinction? If Daniel G. Siegel (1984) is correct, that Orwell knew of his impending death,77 then 
the poorly furnished but bucolic environment of “Barnhill” was, for the first time, empty of a 
future. The false vision of the fecund island pastoral is that it should last forever. Nature is 
changeable, the pastoral is a temporal artifice, the beautiful ‘sea like glass’ a delectable memento 
mori, even more so than the skull resting on a shore rock. 
 
On Jura, Orwell refined his narrative of the mechanics through which personal liberty 
could be forever obliterated and of what resistance to that might mean, both in fiction and for our 
future. His fictional world became our readily used terms. At the same time Jura represented a 
correspondence of personal values and locatedeness found within a messy secular pilgrimage. My 
own ‘pilgrimage’ to Jura was to reach an island space of insistent remoteness exactly as Orwell 
would have found it and making such a journey nearly seventy years behind Orwell made no 
difference. There was the farmhouse fixed near the shore, situated like a lighthouse, waiting and 
warning.  
 
As Orwell used the contrasting metaphors of illness and windowpane in his essay Why I 
Write (1946),78 within the physical space of Jura and within his own failing physiology he 
polished the greatest actor in the Orwellian realm. If “Barnhill” would ultimately prove not to be 
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a permanently curative pastoral, it had a recuperative dimension which enabled him the complete 
the nightmarish vision of the threat to us all, as embodied in Smith attempting to stand to 
attention in front of a three-way mirror, a flayed image of the secular twentieth century.79 In turn, 
Nineteen Eighty-Four added to the defences against totalitarianism, his dystopian imaginary as 
found elsewhere or suspected around us now, is easier to identify. Much of the novel’s horror is 
increasingly familiar; reported human experimentation in the concentration camps of North 
Korea; theological repressive intolerance in Saudi Arabia; hatred of love in Northern Syria. 
Orwell had seen this all before in Nazi Concentration Camps, colonial hanging, the repression of 
childhood feeling. In such a scenario Jura was Orwell’s stoic pursuit of hope over likely 
obliteration, just like other temporary niches in which Smith found himself momentarily freed 
from oppression, those other solitary ‘islands’ - diaries, private rooms and dreams.  
Was Orwell’s island pastoral an archaic way of being, along the lines of Muir’s later 
post-apocalyptic imagining? His thoughts were often turning towards civilisation’s advancing 
means of, and for, technological destruction, and this necessitated the protection of the 
imagination at the disintegrating front line of total war. Such was the state of moral consciousness 
after Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The dread of Nineteen Eighty-Four’s corollary, Smith’s absolute 
destruction as a proxy for the destruction of Orwell’s value system, seemed as fixed as the row of 
zeroes towards which a 24-hour clock silently moves. So, how to aid its prevention? This was the 
question. Orwell worked hard to construct the novel form to his own formula – the marriage of 
politics and art, described with clarity and imagination. Distilling his sometimes extreme 
experiences he forcefully reimagined such futures as a global condition, to compel its prevention 
which, for Orwell, also meant a race against time. Towards the end the island was that unusual 
gift – more time. 
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aware of the work of David Rousset, a French dissident leftist whose book L’Univers Concentrationnaire 
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was the first literary attempt to establish the ‘camp’, with all its horrific associations, as a central metaphor 
in the moral catastrophes of the century.’ 
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